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The current economic crisis has had 

serious implications for the commerce sector 

in Greece due to the rapid decline in 

household incomes and the consequent fall in 

consumption. Additionally, the loss of the 

country's credibility in the international 

markets has further hindered the activity of 

Greek businesses, both with regard to the 

supply of products (because of the 

unfavourable terms of cooperation imposed 

by suppliers) and the internationalisation of 

Greek trade (due to lack of confidence in the 

Greek economy as a whole by consumers and 

companies in third countries). Finally, as a 

consequence of the crisis, the majority of 

businesses, especially SMEs, lost almost all 

access to financing at a time when funding 

needs increased dramatically (due to reduced 

revenue, increased tax burdens etc.). 

Apart from the significant contribution of 

commerce to GDP, job creation and 

sustainability, and its key role in developing 

and implementing major innovations for the 

economy as a whole, increased trade and 

commercial activities are also beneficial for 

growth and innovation, through supply-side 

economics and trade and investment flows.  

Greek EU Presidency: 

Challenges and Priorities 

for the Commerce Sector 
(by the National Confederation of  Hellenic Commerce)  



In this context, the commerce sector can be a catalyst for 

any efforts to reverse recession. By developing new strategies 

based on extraversion and organised penetration of new 

markets, new methods of providing efficient services of high 

added value for the consumer and new practices of improved 

resource management (financial, human resources, etc.), 

commercial enterprises can increase their competitiveness while 

also helping to boost the competitiveness of the economy as a 

whole. 

Moreover, as commerce is a valuable link in the value chain 

of each sector, commercial activity should be strengthened in 

order to effectively play its role as a liaison between supply and 

demand, regardless of the sectors which each region identifies 

as strategic for gaining a competitive advantage. 

INDICATIVE ACTIONS 

Guarantee mechanisms and mechanisms to boost 

SME liquidity: 

 Promotion of micro financing 

 Design of guarantee products for working capital loans that 

are attractive for banks, yet useful for businesses 

 Design of guarantee products for business loans to 

commercial enterprises showing extraversion, innovation and 

dynamic entrepreneurial activity 

 Simplification of procedures used in modern financial 

instruments is required 

 Creation of a fund for issuing letters of guarantee for 

exporters 

Actions for the upgrading of human resources 

in commercial enterprises: 

 Related actions should be stepped up, with additional focus 

(above traditional specialisations) on modern entrepreneurship 

themes/subjects, such as extraversion, exports development, 

global market competitiveness 

 Cooperation of commercial enterprises, "clusters" of similar 

businesses   

 Social entrepreneurship development  

 Supply chain management (logistics), transit trade 

New Institutions and Structures for Commercial 

Entrepreneurship: 

 Open trade centres (including upgraded traditional city 

centres) 

 Creation of commercial zones, creation of thematic markets 

Support actions for commerce: 

 Strategy tools for commerce 

 Promotion of extraversion 

BASIC PILLARS OF THE PRIORITIES FOR THE 

NEW PRESIDENCY 

 Improvement of SMEs' access to direct EU funding 

 Facilitation of SMEs' access to international business 

markets 

 Promotion of SME clusters and support  for cross-border 

cooperation 

 Better information and support structures for SMEs  

 Development of training programmes for entrepreneurs, 

SME managers and executive groups, business networks 

and export consortia in order to be able to undertake 

international activities 

 Promotion of economic relations with countries outside the 

EU, especially those in the Eastern Mediterranean and 

North Africa, to stimulate trade transactions 

OBJECTIVES 

 Supporting healthy entrepreneurship 

 Upgrading human resources in the commerce sector  

 Making businesses more productive, competitive and 

outward-looking  

 Dealing with the main liquidity problems facing the 

commerce sector, in order to enable sustainable and 

potentially competitive businesses to overcome adverse 

conditions 
©European Union 



Interview with Stefano Mallia, vice-president of the Employers Group, 

who took part in the EESC mission to Kiev 

You visited Ukraine together with the EESC President, 

Henri Malosse, and representatives of the other EESC 

groups. How would you describe the situation on the 

ground there? 

Stefano Mallia: I must admit I was astonished by the scale 

and energy of the demonstrations constantly taking place in the 

centre of Kiev on Maidan Square, which means Independence 

Square. The protesters have created an impressive camp, with 

barricades made of wood, tyres, snow etc. Hundreds of tents 

are set up and people are living day and night in the area around 

Maidan. Activities tend to reach their peak during the evening 

when people go there to listen to political messages. I was 

impressed by the way the protesters are organised. There are 

constant deliveries of warm food for protesters and wood for 

heating. Government buildings have been taken over and 

converted into canteens, infirmary and a press centre. Whilst 

everything was relatively calm whilst we were there, one could 

feel that there is an underlying tension. 

You've met representatives of both civil society and the 

political parties. What do they want? What do they plan to 

do? 

S.M.: Civil society is very much in favour of formalising 

links with the EU. They want to change the system, not just the 

faces of people in the government. Political parties are calling 

for early elections. Both the political parties and Civil Society 

are keen to see that the people responsible for violence against 

the protesters should be brought to justice. The general feeling 

amongst all parties is that there must be a change and that such 

change can only come following an early election. There is also 

a lot of anger that the agreement with Russia has been signed in 

spite of the considerable opposition to this. The people we met 

feel that Ukraine has been sold to Russia  

How would you describe the EU position on that issue? 

Has Brussels done all it could to encourage the Ukrainian 

government to engage in closer cooperation? 

S.M.:I think that the EU didn't play all its cards correctly. 

We're now in a polarised situation: either the EU or Russia. For 

historical reasons, links with Russia – at the level of both the 

economy and society – are still very close. We cannot expect 

Ukraine to turn away from Russia overnight, especially as the 

Association agreement proposed by the EU does not guarantee 

EU membership and will take time to bear fruit for the Ukraine 

economy. My belief is that the situation will continue to develop 

further and that the EU will once again have a role to play. I 

trust and hope that we will get it right the second time round. 

How do you see the situation developing? What could 

and should the EESC and the EU as a whole do? 

S.M.: There is a risk that protesters' energy will gradually be 

sapped, foreign media attention will dwindle, and the whole 

movement will slowly fade away. The EU needs to offer 

Ukrainian protesters a lifeline if the pro-accession movement is 

to survive the winter. The EU needs to re-examine its approach 

to Ukraine and either put pressure on the Ukrainian 

government to call elections or use diplomatic tools to get back 

to the negotiating table. With regards to the EESC we should 

maintain contact with the Social Partners we met and seek to 

get in touch with others. One aspect which was missing from 

the meetings we had was the strong presence of employers. It 

would seem that there is a general fear for employers to speak 

out.  

Ukraine: on the (bumpy) road 

to EU association agreement? 

Mykola Katerynchuk, leader of the European party of Ukraine together with the EESC 

delegation: (from left) Ms Mall Hellam (Group III); the EESC President, Mr Henri Malosse and 

Mr Stefano Mallia (the Employers’ Group) 
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Retailers and consumer representatives have been trying, for 

at least the last twelve years, to identify the extra costs in the 

plastic money payment system in an attempt to reduce such 

costs without damaging the whole system. This issue has now 

become particularly urgent, as customers are moving rapidly 

and in large numbers to the more advanced mobile smart 

phone payment systems. It would be grossly unfair and greatly 

advantageous to participating banks and especially to the 

MasterCard/Visa duopoly and to other card issuers, if the 

growing m-payment market were forced to bear these 

unnecessary interchange charges. 

These charges have furthermore become 

unnecessary in normal credit and credit card 

use, as the original idea of using these extra 

charges to entice banks to come forward and 

invest in the system is no longer relevant. 

Indeed, the market today is lop-sided due to 

the fact that more banks and financial 

operators are applying to become card issuers. As demand 

increased, charges should have decreased and even disappeared 

altogether, but the opposite has occurred. It is for this and for 

other reasons that the Commission has taken action, first to 

state clearly that interchange charges distort the market and are 

uncompetitive, and secondly, to ensure that, through the 

payment services directive, the operation system is adopted, in 

order to safeguard consumers from additional charges. Now, 

through the new proposed amendments to the Payment 

Services Directive and through the publication of the proposed 

new Regulation to guide the credit and debit card payment 

system, the Commission is capping the Interchange charges 

that can be imposed. The Commission proposes stringent 

regulations in order to prevent any circumvention of charges 

whereby banks and credit card issuers compensate for their loss 

of income caused by the reduction in charges by applying other 

charges or through newly imposed alternative fees. In their 

current state, the arrangements already cover bank costs 

efficiently and research has shown - and the experience of 

countries that have already reduced or scrapped interchange 

charges has borne this out - that customers suffer no harm 

whatsoever when charges are reduced or removed. Any loss to 

banks in the initial stage of charges removal or capping as 

proposed by the Commission is more than compensated for by 

the increased volume of business and the draw of retailers to 

the system, which guarantees greater credit and debit card use.  

The Commission is taking a cautious approach, limiting the 

reduction in charges to cross-border credit and debit card 

transactions for the first two years, and limiting capping to 

particular types of cards. 

In opinion INT/711, the EESC is bolder and goes further 

than the Commission proposals. The EESC document states 

that two years is too long for introducing something that has 

already proven to be beneficial to consumers and that has 

already been established by the Commission and by the 

European Court of Justice to be uncompetitive. The opinion 

also states that since most transactions carried 

out by consumers using plastic money take 

place on the domestic market and are not 

cross-border in nature, the maximum 

advantage to consumers will be achieved if 

the reform is implemented within six months 

or within one year at the latest, across the 

whole domestic and cross-border market. The 

opinion also lists other improvements on the regulations 

proposed by the Commission to ensure that additional 

safeguards are introduced to prevent costs being circumvented 

to the detriment of retailers and subsequently of consumers.  

The opinion emphasises the point that where debit cards are 

concerned, the imposition of charges is unjust at a time when 

the whole system is moving towards adopting SEPA and when 

consumers expect to hold a bank account as a right and not as a 

qualifying service privilege. 

The future that beckons is one based on direct debit 

payments, and INT/711 takes a bold step towards the rapid 

reform of a system that has long passed its prime and now 

badly needs to change, in favour of a system based on lower 

charges. The opinion states the case for services that are 

unencumbered, reasonable in terms of charges and are 

comprehensible and user-friendly for consumers, traders and 

operating banks. 

Extra charges: 
More than 10 billion euro  

in the Eurozone 
 

Total cost of the system 
130 billion euro  

The start of   
a better future  
for debit and  

credit card users  

About the author: 

Vincent Farrugia  

Rapporteur for INT/711 

Payment Services  
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Maritime transport  

emissions 

Over the last few years, the EESC has discussed 

effective and sustainable transport policy in a string of 

opinions, from the 2011 White Paper onwards. We agree 

with the Commission that the aim of reducing the climate 

impact of all modes of transport is a huge task and an 

important part of the biggest challenge facing society 

today – to be able to fight climate change while still 

maintaining our competitiveness, growth and welfare in 

Europe.  The transport sector is still hugely reliant on 

fossil fuel, and this must be changed in the coming 

decades. 

But the change must be tackled in a smart way, 

without blaming transport itself for the problem. Instead, 

all alternatives to current technologies must be explored 

and a variety of incentives introduced in a flexible and 

comprehensive way, giving business interests some lasting 

guidelines while promoting the most effective initiatives.  

Earlier this year, the EESC published an opinion on 

infrastructure for alternative fuels in the transport sector 

(TEN/506) along those lines, and our remarks were also 

very well received at the Commission's conference on 

“Clean Power for Transport” in October 2013 where, as 

rapporteur, I took part in the opening panel. 

To be able to monitor developments however, there 

must be some standards and a reasonably common 

reporting system. This is important for the transport 

companies themselves in comparing their work on 

lowering emissions and increasing energy efficiency, but 

also for measuring the success of policies in the sector. A 

regulation has been proposed to deal with this issue 

regarding maritime transport, and in our opinion 

(NAT/616) we agree on the need to have some rules for 

how to report carbon dioxide emissions also for shipping. 

As this mode of transport is so international, the only 

feasible solution is to follow the work done in the UN's 

International Maritime Organisation (IMO). 

The key word in this development in all modes of 

transport is always user-friendliness. It doesn´t really 

matter if the figures produced are scientifically correct 

down to the last decimal point if the reporting and 

calculating systems get too complicated. Then the system 

will not be used in the right way and the results will not 

be trustworthy.  Our main criticism of the proposal was 

that there were parts of the EU reporting requirements 

that the IMO hasn't agreed on globally. Such “gold 

plating” can easily become counterproductive for the 

reasons mentioned above, and should preferably be a 

matter for voluntary branch agreements rather than 

mandatory legislation. 

About the author: 

Stefan Back 

Director of Sustainable Logistics 

at Transportgruppen 

By Stefan Back, rapporteur of the Opinion NAT/616  

on the monitoring, reporting and verification  

of carbon dioxide emissions from maritime transport 
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The end of 2013 was hallmarked by numerous 

discussions in European bodies about the fourth directive 

to combat money laundering and the terrorism financing, 

on which the EESC issued an opinion on 23 May 2013. 

The ECOFIN Council has held a general debate on the 

proposal to transpose new international standards 

flowing from the latest Financial Action Task Force 

(FATF) recommendations, while the European 

Parliament's ECON and LIBE committees have issued 

their provisional joint report. 

The negotiations under way are highlighting the 

difficulties inherent in combating money laundering 

worldwide. The Parliament, Council and Commission are 

trying to find the most effective ways of providing 

European companies with support to meet their 

professional anti-money laundering obligations.  Thus, 

there are discussions about whether it is appropriate to 

create registers containing information on beneficial 

owners, and about resources to identify money 

laundering risks and typologies at European level, the 

need to reconcile anti-money laundering obligations with 

the protection of privacy of individuals, and the 

proportionality of the obligations on companies in line 

with risk factors determined by each national 

government. 

Although the improvements made by European 

bodies to the proposal for the 4th directive are to be 

welcomed, the time periods for implementing 

international standards within the European Union are 

becoming worrying. The FATF will in fact be launching a 

new cycle assessing compliance with the 40 new 

recommendations as of 2014, but only once the directive 

has been adopted will Member States implement the 2012 

international standards in their national legislation, 

together with the revised European framework. Europe is 

therefore behind the rest of the world in combating 

money laundering. 

Also, European bodies are urged to make every effort 

necessary for securing an interinstitutional agreement 

before the electoral "truce", so as to ensure that the most 

recent standards for combating money laundering and 

terrorist financing are properly implemented within the 

European Union as soon as possible. They are likewise 

encouraged to include measures in the directive to 

provide small companies with support for combating 

money laundering effectively, as called for by the EESC 

in its opinion.  

About the author: 

Christophe Zeeb 

Luxembourg Chamber of Commerce 

Rapporteur for ECO/344 

“Anti-money laundering package” 

The 4th anti-money laundering directive 

must be adopted before the electoral "truce" 
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Different topics, different locations yet one 

common aim: to promote European integration and 

the work of the EESC. The 

members of the Employers’ 

Group organised dozens of 

going local initiatives in 2013. 

They saw these events as a 

useful tool for not only 

spreading news about their 

activities but also for launching 

inspiring debates between 

people with both a local and a 

global point of view. 

Communication is an essential 

part of our work at the EESC. 

“People buy from people”. Being 

visible, presenting our work in our 

countries and our communities 

brings the EESC to life! – 

emphasised Madi Sharma, one of 

the committee's most active 

members in individual going local 

activities. "Our personal presence 

justifies the EESC’s existence and 

ensures we are accountable to 

those citizens we represent. In 

addition, it also gives me the 

opportuni ty  to  share  the 

importance of collaboration and 

cooperation. Going local brings the 

EESC to the citizens and the 

citizens to the EESC," Ms Sharma 

said. 

Going local events were held in 

Greece, Slovakia, United Kingdom, 

Austria, Netherlands, Malta, 

Poland, Lithuania and Croatia, to 

name but a few countries. The 

topics of the meetings were linked 

to the current EU agenda as well as 

to the latest developments in the 

European economy, as in the case 

of the conference on the "Role of 

employers' organisations in 

addressing the crisis", held in Athens in December. The 

aim of the event was to identify best practices that may be 

implemented by employers' organisations in order to 

boost entrepreneurship and restore economic growth. 

Particular emphasis was placed on the social dimension of 

the crisis and its impact on the labour market. 

We have always tried to reflect the priorities of the 

Employers Group when choosing topics for our going 

local activities. One of these priorities is the promotion of 

entrepreneurship among young 

people and that was the aim of the 

going local event held in 

Radomsko, Poland. It gave an 

opportunity for young people who 

want to set up their own business 

to talk to people with years of 

hands-on experience and to find 

out all about the advantages and 

challenges facing new companies 

today. 

Going local activities also provide 

an opportunity to discuss 

European issues within the 

specific context of individual 

member states. The meetings 

organised by Jan Oravec in 

Slovakia were just one of many 

such events The discussions 

organised between students and 

representatives of regional 

business organisations helped to 

explain the impact of European 

legislation on specific regions and 

sectors of the economy. 

The questions asked by ordinary 

pa rt ic ipants  represent  an 

important source of added value 

at our going local events. They 

often highlight aspects of 

European integration that are not 

always obvious or clearly visible to 

those people working inside the 

"euro bubble". "Overall, the 

Going local initiative is a step in 

the right direction: an effort 

I personally find very useful for 

bridging the gap between citizens 

and what they frequently see as 

distant Brussels elites" – stated Mr 

Oravec. 

Going local activities 

in 2013 

Going local in Athens: "The role of employers organizations in 

addressing the crisis"  

Ms. Madi Sharma speaking during Lower Silesian Political and 

Economic Forum in Krzyżowa, Poland 

Mr Jan Oravec speaking during the conference “Why it is Important 

to Preserve the Four Freedoms” in Vilnius, Lithuania 

Going local activity in Radomsko, Poland. Encouraging young 

people to become entrepreneurs 
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June: Aberdeen, United Kingdom 

Renewable energy, offshore drilling and the 

economic and ecological aspects of EU energy 

policy will take centre stage at the meeting in 

Scotland.  

Going local in 2014 

Events planned in the Member States  

November: Warsaw, Poland 

2014 marks the 25th anniversary of the first 

free elections behind the Iron Curtain. In 

November, Employers of Poland will hold 

their 25th anniversary congress, with a key 

discussion on the impact of globalisation on 

the business environment.  

April: Peloponnese, Greece 

The Greek presidency offers a great opportunity to 

generate renewed momentum for growth across the EU 

and also in Greece itself. Youth unemployment is another 

issue that will certainly be on the agenda in Greece. Event 

organised together with National Confederation of 

Hellenic Commerce 

October: Rome, Italy 

Italy takes over the EU Council presidency 

from Greece. Discussions in Rome will reflect 

the Italian presidency's priorities from an 

employer perspective.  

May: Prague, Czech Republic 

Cooperation between business and government 

in a bid to boost employment will be a key issue 

at the meeting. Discussions will also focus on 

technical education as a prerequisite for 

sustainable industrial development and applied 

research as the main engine of innovation.  

http://www.eesc.europa.eu/employers-group

